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Common Opinions 
About Wikipedia
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General Errors
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Trolls
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Vandals
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Taboo in Scholarship

(Rustad, 2017)



You can’t use it for 
research
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It’s Time to Take 
Another Look 
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Wikipedia Five Pillars

● Wikipedia is an encyclopedia

● Wikipedia is written from a neutral 
point of view

● Wikipedia is free content that 
anyone can use, edit, and distribute

● Wikipedia’s editors should treat 
each other with respect and civility

● Wikipedia has no firm rules

(Wikipedia Five Pillars)



Reliability



A 2005 Nature study 
found that Wikipedia is 
almost as reliable as the 
Encyclopedia Britannica 
(Giles, 2005)



Overall Reliability
● “We've examined many pages on Wikipedia that treat controversial topics, and have discovered 

that most have, in fact, been vandalized at some point in their history. But we've also found that 
vandalism is usually repaired extremely quickly—so quickly that most users will never see its 
effects.” (Viégas, Wattenberg, & Dave, 2004)

● “...instead of preventing errors, Wikipedia’s IQ assurance model focuses more on quick and 
inexpensive recovery.” (Stvilia, Twidale, Smith, & Gasser, 2008)

● “... the reliability of Wikipedia compares even more favorably to the reliability of those 
information sources that people would be likely to use if Wikipedia did not exist (viz., websites 
that are as freely and easily accessible as Wikipedia)” (Fallis, 2008)

● "’… even the revered Encyclopaedia Britannica is riddled with errors, not to mention the subtle 
yet pervasive biases of individual subjectivity and corporate correctness." And therein lies the 
rub: There is no one perfect way. Britannica seems to claim that there is. Wikipedia 
acknowledges there’s no such thing.” (Berinstein, 2006)



Reliability by Subject: 
Science & Medicine
● “Wikipedia articles on health topics contain few errors and are well referenced, while 

the information provided often lacks depth.” (Kräenbring et al., 2014)

● “In particular, Wikipedia articles were missing information on drug dosages, 
interactions and contraindications. However, it should be noted that the Wikipedia 
style manual for drug articles discourages detailed dosage information.” 
(Kräenbring et al., 2014)  

● “...it seems that the participatory model of web usage and information 
dissemination, as exemplified by Wikipedia, does generate high-quality information 
about mental disorders such as depression and schizophrenia.” (Reavley et al., 2012)



Wikipedia is Not 
Perfect
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Citogenesis
= 

Credibility 
Loop
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Vandalism
● Experiments by first-time users

● Attention-seekers

● Well intended but misguided/ 
overzealous edits

● Vandal “wars”

● Authoritarian vandals= Wikipedia “police”

● Attempt to create humor

● Attempt to expose flaws in Wikipedia/ 
crowdsourced knowledge

(Wikipedia, Motivation of a Vandal)
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Wikipedia v. 
Textbooks
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Textbook Prices
● Students spend an average of $1300 on 

textbooks and course materials per year 
(College Board, 2018)

● Textbook prices increased 1041%  from 
January 1977- June 2015 (Money, 2015)

● Electronic access codes cost $100 on 
average and cannot be resold 
(McKenna, 2018)

● Nearly half of all students surveyed said 
that the cost of textbooks impacted how 
many/which classes they took each 
semester. (Senak, 2014)

(Senak, 2014)



Class Resource 
● Brian Blais- Weather and Natural Disasters

● Wikipedia replaced a traditional textbook for class reading assignments

● Readings were supplemented by instructional videos and a handful of additional 
readings

● Students were asked to take survey about their attitudes towards Wikipedia at the 
beginning and end of the semester

● Students were able to earn extra credit for finding errors in Wikipedia, and 
additional points for correcting them



Results of the pre-post survey on the student attitudes toward Wikipedia.  A clear trend is seen where student attitudes shifted towards in a more positive 
direction after a class which used Wikipedia as a textbook.  The survey was based primarily on How and why do college students use Wikipedia? (Lim, 
2009)



Wikipedia Meetup
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What we did 
● Attended a similar meetup at Boston University 
● Targeted invitations and promotion to science faculty and students
● Scheduled the meetup for when most interested participants would be 

available
○ Held at lunchtime- provided snacks and drinks

● Provided opening briefing with shared goals and philosophy
● Gave instructions on how to edit wikipedia including brief instructional 

video



Our Shared Goal

Bryant University 
community members will 
positively contribute to 
open access scholarship 
by applying information 
literacy skills to creating, 
fact-checking, and 
editing Wikipedia articles.
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Participant 
Instructions

● Know your audience

● Be bold, but not reckless

● Do not infringe copyright

● Cite everything you can

● Avoid shameless self- promotion

● Share your expertise, but don’t argue from 

authority

● Write neutrally and with due weight

● Ask for help

(Ten Simple Rules for Editing Wikipedia)



Results

Strengths

● Strong faculty & library support

● Clear achievable goals

● Instructional materials met 
varying levels of expertise

● Time of day, length of session 
worked well

Opportunities

● More advertising

● Incorporate additional 
departments

● Invite honors students

● Schedule multiple sessions

● Make regular event (ex: 1st 
wednesday of the month)



Takeaways
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● Wikipedia isn’t evil

● Wikipedia is often a source of credible information

● Wikipedia can be used to replace or supplement a textbook

● Our users benefit from learning how to evaluate sources and read with a critical eye

● Wikipedia is an encyclopedia- it does not replace original research

● People want to, and are going to, use Wikipedia

● It is freely available 24/7- this can be a significant benefit to those with limited 
resources

Key Takeaways



Questions?
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Continue the Conversation

Allison M. Papini
Research & Instruction Librarian
Douglas and Judith Krupp Library
apapini1@bryant.edu

Brian S. Blais
Science Department
Bryant University
bblais@bryant.edu 
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